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Abstract	
Purpose	–	The	purpose	of	this	research	is	to	determine	the	commitment	to	business	
ethics	in	UK	corporations.	This	study	reports	on	the	responses	of	those	organizations	
that	participated	in	the	survey	and	possessed	a	code	of	ethics.	
	
Design/methodology/approach	–	An	unsolicited	questionnaire	was	sent	to	the	top	
500	private	sector	organizations	by	market	capitalization	in	the	UK.	A	total	of	92	
companies	responded,	of	which	56	possessed	a	code	of	ethics.	
	
Findings	–	The	empirical	findings	indicate	that	the	processes	involved	in	developing	
business	ethics	commitment	have	begun	to	be	recognized	and	acted	upon	at	an	
organizational	level.	The	supporting	measures	of	business	ethics	commitment	appear	to	
be	under‐utilized	by	many	of	these	UK	organizations.	This	suggests	that	many	
organizations	have	not	so	far	developed	a	strong	organizational	commitment	to	
embedding	their	codes	of	ethics	into	organizational	practices.	
	
Research	limitations/implications	–	While	the	responses	provided	a	rich	picture	of	
organizational	actions,	further	research	exploring	internal	culture	and	attitudes	would	
add	to	an	understanding	of	organizational	commitment.	
	
Practical	implications	–	It	is	found	that	in	order	to	influence	practice,	it	is	not	enough	
to	have	the	artefacts	of	an	ethical	culture,	such	as	codes,	without	ensuring	that	all	
employees	are	assisted	in	understanding	what	is	required	of	them.	
	
Originality/value	–	Despite	a	history	of	business	ethics	research,	there	are	a	limited	
number	of	studies	seeking	to	understand	UK	companies'	commitment	to	ethical	codes.	
The	paper	provides	guidance	on	steps	that	organizations	can	take	to	develop	a	higher	
level	of	commitment.	
Keyword(s):	United	Kingdom;	Business	ethics;	Commitment;	Private	sector.	
Introduction	
Organizations	in	industrialized	economies	need	to	focus	upon	business	ethics	more	than	
they	appear	to	have	been	doing	and	current	publicity	around	the	world	that	centers	on	
business	malpractice	highlights	this	need.	We	continue	to	see	large	corporations	cited	
for	violations	of	not	only	business	ethics,	but	also	of	the	law,	however,	these	
descriptions	of	opportunistic	behavior	are	not	new	in	either	our	recent	or	distant	past.	
Richardson	(2001,	p.	237)	says	that:	
[…]	in	medieval	England,	judicial	authorities	prohibited	the	manipulation	of	markets	and	vigorously	
enforced	laws	against	forestalling,	engrossing,	and	regrating,	which	were	the	legal	ancestors	of	the	anti‐
trust	legislation	that	exists	today.	
Furthermore,	in	Victorian	society	in	the	UK	(1837‐1901),	executive	crime	and	related	
bankruptcy	were	rife	(Warren	and	Tweedale,	2002).	
Organizational,	and	personal,	self‐interest	in	some	of	the	corporate	organizations	cited	
for	wrongdoing	seem	to	outweigh	the	duty	to	perform	one's	work	both	ethically	and	
legally.	These	transgressions	bring	into	sharp	focus	the	need	for	all	organizations	to	
examine	their	business	ethics	practices	and	the	philosophical	precepts	upon	which	they	
define	their	business	ethics	expectations	within	their	organizations.	Corporations	need	
to	focus	upon	the	acceptable	behaviors	that	they	wish	to	inculcate	within	their	
organization	(Singhapakdi	and	Vitell,	2007)	and	to	send	a	clear	message	to	all	about	the	
behaviors	that	they	do	not	want	within	their	organizations	and	those	that	they	wish	to	
encourage.	
The	notion	that	a	code	of	ethics	should	exist	as	a	means	of	enhancing	the	ethical	
environment	of	an	organization	has	been	proposed	by	a	number	of	writers	over	a	
lengthy	time	period	(Adams	et	al.,	2001;	Carasco	and	Singh,	2003;	Fraedrich,	1992;	
Gellerman,	1989;	Harrington,	1991;	Laczniak	and	Murphy,	1991;	Sims,	1991;	Somers,	
2001;	Stoner,	1989;	Winkler,	2011;	Wood,	2002).	Codes	of	ethics	not	only	encourage	
staff	to	examine	the	ethical	precepts	upon	which	the	business	for	which	they	work	is	
predicated,	but	they	are	also	a	signal	to	the	general	public	that	a	code	exists	within	a	
company	(Wood,	2002).	
Some	writers	suggest	that	organizations	draw	up	a	code	of	ethics	document	because	
they	value	the	document	as	a	signal	of	organizational	behaviors	and	values	(Adams	et	
al.,	2001;	Somers,	2001;	Wotruba	et	al.,	2001).	If	organizations	do	have	this	view	of	their	
codes,	then	surely	they	should	be	committed	to	them,	for	if	they	are	not	committed	to	
their	code	of	ethics,	it	becomes	simply	a	public	relations	exercise	and	a	cynical	attempt	
to	capitalize	on	a	real	desire	by	the	marketplace	to	deal	with	ethical	organizations	
(Wood	and	Rimmer,	2003).	
Although	such	a	code	can	be	seen	as	the	first	indicator	of	commitment,	its	existence	is	
not	itself	enough	to	ensure	ethical	behavior	by	staff,	nor	does	a	code	guarantee	an	
ethical	corporate	culture	(Townley,	1992).	A	code	is	only	one	of	a	range	of	measures	
that	corporations	should	have	in	place	to	inculcate	an	ethical	ethos	into	the	heart	and	
soul	of	the	organization.	Corporations	must	go	beyond	this	initial	level	of	commitment	
and	enact	procedures	that	will	ensure	that	the	ethical	ethos	of	the	organization	
permeates	all	levels	of	the	corporation	(Fraedrich,	1992;	McDonald	and	Zepp,	1989;	
Sims,	1991,	1992;	Somers,	2001;	Weaver	et	al.,	1999;	Wood,	2002;	Wood	and	Callaghan,	
2003).	
The	concept	of	“commitment”	to	business	ethics	is	integral	to	this	strand	of	research.	
Commitment	is	not	a	simple	idea	that	can	be	quantified	easily,	but	a	complex	concept	
that	embraces	a	number	of	elements.	In	this	research	study,	organizational	commitment	
is	examined	in	terms	of	the	following	elements:	inputs,	objectives,	and	outputs.	Six	areas	
of	questioning	were	pursued.	The	intent	of	these	questions	can	be	summarized	as	
follows.	First,	how	common	are	codes	of	ethics?	Second,	who	was	involved	in	the	
development	of	these	codes	and	why?	Third,	how	is	the	ethics	ethos	implemented	
within	the	organization?	Fourth,	do	organizations	inform	external	publics	of	the	codes?	
Fifth,	what	are	the	reasons	for	the	codes?	Sixth,	what	are	the	prescribed	benefits	of	
codes?	
Business	ethics	in	the	UK:	background	
Britain,	in	the	latter	half	of	the	1980s,	became	aware	of	business	ethics	as	a	topic	of	
concern	and	one	that	should	be	studied.	At	that	time,	and	in	comparison	to	the	USA,	one	
could	argue	that	British	interest	was	underdeveloped.	Nevertheless,	by	1990,	there	
were	significant	advances	to	report.	Schlegelmilch	and	Houston	(1990,	p.	38),	in	an	
article	entitled	“Corporate	codes	of	ethics”,	suggested	that	in	Britain	there	was	
heightened	interest	in	the	subject	of	business	ethics.	They	refer	to	the	year	1987	during	
which:	there	was	the	development	of	a	masters	program	at	the	London	Business	School;	
the	inauguration	of	the	Institute	of	Business	Ethics	in	London;	and	the	establishment	of	
the	Business	Ethics	Research	Centre	at	King's	College,	University	of	London	and	
alongside	these	developments	the	growth	in	the	establishment	of	ethical	investment	
trusts.	They	viewed	these	moves	as	positive	evidence	of	increased	interest,	however,	
they	emphasized	that	there	was	a	dearth	of	UK	literature	on	the	general	area	of	business	
ethics.	
Maclagan	(1992,	pp.	321‐2)	states:	
Until	fairly	recently	it	appeared	that	British	management	development	practice	was,	in	general,	advancing	
along	a	route	which	bypassed	the	parallel	rise	in	interest	in	business	ethics.	Now	an	increasing	interest	in	
values	in	management	development	has	surfaced	in	some	quarters	in	the	UK.	
Maclagan	(1992)	also	suggested	that	British	managers	did	not	recognize	the	global	rise	in	
business	ethics	as	applicable	to	them.	In	a	similar	fashion,	Mahoney	(1990,	p.	549)	contends	that	
British	managers	were	unwilling	to	confront	ethical	issues	directly:		
There	does	seem	to	be	a	certain	national	reluctance	on	the	part	of	business	to	discuss	its	activities	in	
overtly	ethical	terms,	but	laudable	as	such	discreet	reticence	may	be,	it	is	at	the	expense	of	analysis	and	
systematic	study	of	the	ethical	dimensions	of	business.	
Again,	discussing	the	British	context,	Donaldson	and	Davis	(1990)	refer	to	the	issues	of	
famous	organizational	and	individual	transgressions	as	“causes	célèbres”.	These	
transgressions	focus	on	behaviors	that	have	come	to	public	prominence	because	they	
demonstrate	a	lack	of	awareness	of,	or	commitment	to,	business	ethics	principles.	These	
authors	believe	that	there	had	been	a	number	of	major	events,	e.g.	those	related	to	
Barings	bank,	BCCI,	Guinness,	within	the	areas	of	financial	services	and	industrial	
relations,	which	had	spawned	an	accelerated	growth	in	areas	of	legislation,	deregulation	
and	re‐regulation	in	the	UK	(Pearson,	2000).	For	example,	legislation	has	been	in	place,	
in	the	form	of	The	Financial	Services	and	Markets	Act,	since	July	2000,	requiring	all	UK	
pension	funds	to	include	a	statement	on	their	social	and	environmental	investment	
policy.	
In	the	UK,	the	numbers	of	both	corporate	governance	reports,	and	codes	of	ethics	
documents	published	by	the	FTSE	350	companies	have	increased	over	the	last	decade	
(Grant	Thornton,	2010).	The	authors	also	believe	that	the	increase	in	activity	in	these	
areas	was	as	a	direct	result	of	a	“search	for	new	principles”	and	a	desire	to	rediscover	
principles	that	applied	in	the	past.	Increasing	numbers	of	UK	adults	believe	that	UK	
businesses	are	behaving	more	ethically,	compared	to	ten	years	ago	(Institute	of	
Business	Ethics,	2010).	Research	demonstrates	that	UK	consumers	seek	more	ethical	
behaviors	(reflected	in	their	goods	and	services)	but	there	is	often	a	lack	of	clarity	and	
understanding	as	to	what	this	really	involves	in	terms	of	management	actions	and	
cultures	(Shaw	and	Shui,	2003).	It	seems	that	every	decade	or	so	marketplace	events	
and	awareness	overtake	us	and	overwhelm	us	and	these	revelations	lead	organizations	
to	re‐evaluate	the	precepts	by	which	they	conduct	their	business	dealings.	
Methodology	
Continuing	a	research	stream	that	began	in	Australia	15	years	ago	(Wood,	2000),	this	
study	presents	the	research	findings	of	the	latest	analysis	of	ethics	data	collected	in	the	
UK.	The	research	stream,	in	total,	has	examined	corporate	codes	of	ethics	and	the	
measures	in	place	to	communicate	the	ethos	of	the	codes	to	both	internal	and	external	
stakeholders	in	seven	countries:	Australia,	Canada,	Sweden,	Taiwan,	Turkey,	the	UK	and	
the	USA	(Aydinlik	et	al.,	2008;	Callaghan	et	al.,	2009;	Svensson	et	al.,	2009;	Svensson	
and	Wood,	2004;	Wood	and	Callaghan,	2003).	
A	questionnaire	that	was	non‐sponsored	and	unsolicited	was	sent	to	the	top	UK	500	
companies,	by	market	capitalization,	operating	in	the	private	sector	(XLData,	2009).	
Each	respondent	was	assured	of	complete	anonymity	as	the	results	of	the	questions	
were	to	be	aggregated.	All	questions	asked	provided	nominal	data	thus	limiting	
statistical	analysis	to	the	reporting	contained	within	this	paper.	A	response	rate	of	18.4	
percent	(n=92)	was	achieved	in	the	UK.	This	paper	examines	the	responses	of	
companies	that	filled	in	a	questionnaire	and	that	also	did	possess	a	code	providing	in	
the	UK	56	organizations	for	our	study.	
Empirical	findings	
Consequently,	the	response	rate	for	these	organizations	was	18.4	percent	with	92	
organizations	replying	to	the	request	for	information.	As	shown	in	Table	I,	there	were	
92	respondents	of	which	77	completed	a	questionnaire	and	15	organizations	replied	by	
stating	their	refusal	to	participate.	
The	major	business	sectors	represented	by	half	of	the	respondents	(50.7	percent)	were	
manufacturing	20.8	percent,	diverse	business	interests	11.7	percent,	finance	and	
insurance	10.4	percent,	construction	7.8	percent.	In	total	68	organizations	out	of	the	71	
(95.8	percent)	that	answered	the	question	about	their	parent	organization	said	that	
their	parent	organization	was	British.	
In	terms	of	turnover	in	British	pounds,	31.6	percent	of	respondents	had	a	turnover	
under	£1,000	million,	36.4	percent	a	£1,000	million	turnover	but	under	£10,000	million	
and	10.4	percent	equal	to	or	greater	than	£10,000	million	turnover	with	11.7	percent	of	
organizations	not	proffering	an	answer.	
The	level	of	staffing	amongst	respondents	was	that	40.3	percent	had	1,000	or	less	
employees,	31.2	percent	had	greater	than	1,000	employees	and	up	to	10,000	employees,	
20.8	percent	had	greater	than	10,000	employees,	with	7.8	percent	of	organizations	not	
proffering	an	answer.	
Establishment	of	a	code	
It	appears	that	the	majority	of	codes	(69.6	percent)	have	been	constructed	in	the	last	
ten	years	(Table	II).	This	may	indicate	a	rather	recent	need	to	establish	codes	of	ethics	
in	these	organizations	due	to	happenings	in	the	marketplace	and	society	or	perhaps	that	
those	who	have	established	codes	in	the	last	ten	years	are	more	interested	in	
benchmarking	their	performance	than	those	companies	that	may	have	established	
codes	of	ethics	prior	to	the	year	2000.	The	16.1	percent	response	rate	of	“do	not	know”	
may	indicate	earlier	code	establishment	than	the	overall	percentages	may	appear	to	
show.	If	organizations	cannot	give	an	accurate	estimate	of	when	the	code	was	
established,	this	may	mean	that	the	codes	were	established	prior	to	recent	
organizational	memory.	
By	whom	and	why	were	the	codes	developed?	
The	development	of	a	code	is	a	decision	to	which	an	organization	must	dedicate	time	
and	effort,	as	the	code	will	display	the	organization's	ethical	views	to	the	marketplace	
and	the	society.	It	should	not	be	a	process	that	is	rushed	or	a	document	that	is	not	
representative	of	the	views	of	staff	members	and	even	other	stakeholders.	The	code	
must	be	of	relevance	and	significance	to	all	staff	and	as	such	they	should	be	involved	in	
its	construction	(Raiborn	and	Payne,	1990;	Stead	et	al.,	1990;	Winkler,	2011)	(Table	III).	
The	largest	three	groups	of	individuals	involved	in	code	establishment	are	chief	
executive	officers	(CEOs),	boards	of	directors	and	senior	managers.	The	initiatives	and	
responsibility	appear	to	rest	with	CEOs,	boards	and	senior	managers.	If	corporate	
governance	is	to	be	practiced	effectively,	these	groups	should	be	at	the	forefront	of	code	
development	as	they	all	collectively	have	ownership	of	the	code	and	this	ownership,	one	
assumes,	will	assist	with	its	dissemination	throughout	the	organization	(Cornelius	and	
Gagnon,	1999).	
Nearly	one‐third	of	companies	involve	other	staff	in	the	process.	This	inclusive	behavior	
builds	upon	the	opportunity	to	establish	universal	ownership	of	the	essence	of	the	code	
throughout	the	organization	(Winkler,	2011).	Simply	handing	down	a	code	to	staff	can	
be	seen	as	an	act	of	imposition,	rather	than	one	of	engagement.	If	the	staff	do	not	feel	
committed	to	the	code,	then	organizations	run	the	very	real	risk	that	they	will	bear	less	
compliance	to	it	(Wood,	2002).	
Organizations	were	asked	for	their	reasons	for	developing	a	code	of	ethics	(Table	IV).	
The	major	reasons	provided	focus	on	supporting	the	organizational	culture,	ensuring	
staff	integrity	and	looking	to	make	ethics	a	core	competence	of	the	organization.	The	
organizations	that	responded	appear	to	be	striving	to	support	their	ethical	values,	and	
their	staff	understanding	of	those	values,	through	formalizing	these	values	in	their	
codes.	
Support	and	maintenance	of	codes	
In	the	expectation	that	policy,	procedures	and	objectives	be	aligned	with	organizational	
values,	philosophy	and	culture,	the	methods	that	organizations	institute	to	support	their	
codes	reveal	their	level	of	commitment	to	the	process.	If	they	create	new	processes	(as	
opposed	to	adapting	existing	processes)	to	assist	in	code	support,	then	one	could	say	
that	this	is	evidence	of	a	higher	level	of	commitment.	In	practical	terms,	the	adaptation	
of	existing	processes	encompasses	the	following:	communication	with	employees,	
induction,	discipline,	staff	appraisal,	and	strategic	planning	(Winkler,	2011;	Wood,	
2002)	however,	if	the	organization	introduces	new	initiatives	such	as	an	ombudsman,	
whistle‐blowing	protection	for	employees,	ethics	committees,	ethics	education	
committees,	ethical	audits	and	ethics	education,	then	one	could	say	that	a	higher	level	of	
commitment	has	been	achieved	(Wood	and	Rimmer,	2003).	
Communication	to	staff	
As	shown	in	Table	V,	electronic	communication	is	the	most	frequent	mode,	used	in	80	
percent	of	the	organizations.	About	43	percent	of	respondents	have	indicated	that	they	
provide	a	booklet	to	staff	and	other	measures	are	also	used	but	to	a	lesser	degree.	The	
fact	that	electronic	communication	is	the	most	used	means	is	to	be	expected,	because	of	
the	growth	of	dependence	on	intranets	within	organizations	and	web	site	development,	
in	the	last	decade.	
Introduction	of	the	code	to	new	staff	
The	use	of	induction	programs	to	inform	new	staff	of	the	code	is	applied	by	more	than	
two‐thirds	of	the	organizations	(Table	VI).	Not	to	introduce	the	code	at	induction	would	
diminish	the	value	of	the	code	for	all	staff	(Wood,	2002).	The	impact	that	the	
organization	wants	the	code	to	make	upon	the	new	staff	member	may	be	lost	if	the	
attention	required	is	not	given	at	the	time	of	joining	the	organization.	How	is	the	new	
staff	member	meant	to	know	that	the	code	is	important	if	it	is	not	signaled	or	discussed	
at	the	beginning	of	their	employment?	
Consequences	for	a	breach	of	the	code	
A	number	of	writers	contend	that	within	a	code	of	ethics	one	should	outline	
enforcement	provisions	for	those	individuals	who	do	not	uphold	the	code	(Fraedrich,	
1992;	Hegarty	and	Sims,	1979;	Schwartz,	2002;	Sims,	1991;	Stoner,	1989;	Thomas	et	al.,	
2004;	Trevino	and	Brown,	2004).	By	having	procedures	for	a	breach	of	the	code,	the	
organization	signals	to	employees	the	significance	of	the	need	to	abide	by	the	code	for	
both	their	own	sake	and	that	of	the	organization.	
Every	organization	has	consequences	for	a	breach	(Table	VII).	Companies	in	the	UK	
universally	formally	hold	employees	to	account	for	their	behavior.	There	can	be	a	
concern	here	in	that	consequences	for	a	breach	should	not	be	just	placed	in	the	code	as	
a	public	relations	exercise,	but	they	should	be	implemented	in	all	good	faith	as	a	
measure	of	commitment	to	the	ethos	of	the	code	and	the	betterment	of	the	organization.	
Employee	appraisal	
Respondents	were	asked	whether	their	organizations	attempted	to	assess	an	
employee's	ethical	performance	as	a	part	of	the	employee	appraisal	system	(Table	VIII).	
Organizations	should	formalize	the	ethical	performance	of	employees	through	the	
employee	appraisal	so	that	ethical	decision	making	becomes	part	of	the	performance	
appraisal	of	individuals	(Trevino	and	Brown,	2004).	
In	this	way	awareness	of	ethical	behavior	is	integrated	into	every	employee's	perceived	
organizational	performance;	it	is	another	way	of	rewarding	ethical	behavior	and	
discouraging	unethical	behavior,	however,	it	has	not	been	adopted	widely	in	the	UK	as	
only	half	of	the	companies	having	a	“being	ethical	in	their	dealings”	criterion	for	staff	
appraisal.	Not	to	formalize	an	ethics	performance	appraisal	may	well	devalue	the	other	
efforts	being	made	by	the	organization	to	inculcate	the	ethos	of	the	code	into	the	every	
day	practices	of	the	organization	(Cornelius	and	Gagnon,	1999).	Having	a	performance	
appraisal	that	includes	an	evaluation	of	the	ethical	performance	of	employees	also	
highlights	–	for	the	employees	–	the	value	that	the	company	places	upon	being	ethical	in	
the	workplace	(Winkler,	2011).	
This	50:50	finding	is	paradoxical	because,	in	establishing	a	code	relating	to	espoused	
organizational	standards,	one	would	expect	an	organization	to	monitor	and	discuss	
relevant	behavior	in	most	areas	of	its	operations.	One	would	assume	that	ethical	
behavior	should	be	no	different,	and	therefore	as	this	does	not	seem	to	be	happening	in	
at	least	half	of	the	UK	organizations	one	needs	to	ask	why	not?	This	study	cannot	
answer	this	issue,	as	it	would	require	further	research	exploring	the	attitudes,	and	
processes,	relating	to	employee	appraisal.	
Whistle‐blowing	procedures	
If	organizations	are	expecting	ethical	behavior	from	their	staff,	then	the	act	of	whistle‐
blowing	(someone	who	reports	wrongdoing	by	the	organization)	should	be	considered,	
or	even	encouraged,	by	the	organization	(Grace	and	Cohen,	1998;	Grant,	2002;	McLain	
and	Keenan,	1999;	Miceli	et	al.,	1991).	If	standards	are	to	be	set,	ways	are	needed	to	
ensure	that	violations	or	breaches	can	be	reported,	reviewed,	and	corrected.	
When	planning	to	expose	unethical	behaviors	or	actions	the	dilemma	that	many	
employees	face	is	in	knowing	to	whom	one	can	take	an	issue	so	as	to	ensure	its	
integrity;	the	integrity	of	the	person	against	whom	the	complaint	is	made	and	usually,	
most	importantly,	for	the	person	making	the	complaint,	the	guarantee	of	their	own	
freedom	from	reprisals	(Wood	and	Callaghan,	2003).	About	96	percent	of	the	
responding	UK	companies	had	support	in	place	for	whistle‐blowers	(Table	IX).	
This	near	perfect	score	is	probably	because	of	the	Public	Interest	Disclosure	Act,	1998.	
This	UK	legislation	compels	organizations	to	consider	and	implement	whistle‐blower	
protection.	One	could	surmise	that	it	is	thus	an	enforced	compliance	through	legislative	
obligation	rather	than	a	voluntary	compliance,	and	commitment,	within	the	concept	of	
business	ethics.	
The	use	of	codes	of	ethics	in	strategic	planning	
If	the	organization	is	serious	about	inculcating	ethical	values	into	all	of	its	activities,	
then	ethics	should	be	an	integral	part	of	the	strategic	planning	process	(Harrington,	
1991;	Robin	and	Reidenbach,	1987;	Wood,	2002).	Thomas	et	al.	(2004)	note	that	
leaders	must	think	strategically	about	how	they	ensure	that	they	engender	an	ethical	
culture	within	their	organization.	Leaders	must	have	a	vision	to	move	their	organization	
towards	a	consistent	ethical	culture.	They	must	empower	their	employees	to	act	in	
ethical	ways.	Organizations	should	review	their	strategic	plans	in	light	of	the	ethical	
principles	that	the	organization	believes	it	should	apply,	and	upon	which	it	has	
predicated	its	decisions	in	respect	to	its	participation	in	society.	The	intent	in	asking	
this	question	was	to	test	this	link	between	the	code	and	its	use	in	the	strategic	planning	
process	(Table	X).	
With	less	than	half	of	the	companies	linking	their	strategic	plan	with	their	code,	this	UK	
figure	is	lower	than	one	might	have	expected,	but	it	is	not	unusual	when	compared	to	
similar	research	undertaken	in	other	countries	(Svensson	et	al.,	2011).	We	believe	that	
it	is	of	major	concern	that	many	organizations	appear	not	to	recognize	the	need	to	
ensure	that	their	strategic	plan	matches	their	ethical	rhetoric.	What	if	there	is	a	
mismatch	between	the	plans	and	the	codes?	Surely	a	check	should	be	compulsory	as	
just	decent	corporate	governance.	Such	an	omission	leaves	the	organization	exposed	in	
its	sector	to	the	possibility	of	inconsistency	of	promises	and	accomplishments	and	the	
methods	used	to	attain	them.	A	clear	relationship	between	the	strategy	and	the	code	is	
vital	to	prevent	future	problems	for	the	organization	in	the	marketplace	and	the	society.	
A	standing	ethics	committee	
A	standing	ethics	committee	is	used	in	many	US	organizations	and	is	recommended	by	a	
number	of	writers	(Center	for	Business	Ethics,	1986;	Garcia‐Marza,	2005;	McDonald	
and	Zepp,	1989;	Rampersad,	2003;	Weber,	1981).	Organizations	need	to	have	a	
committee	focused	on	this	area	in	order	to	assist	the	coordination	of	efforts	in	this	area	
of	the	business.	With	only	43	percent	of	respondents	declaring	their	commitment	to	a	
standing	ethics	committee,	the	results	show	that	this	concept	is	not	well	embedded	in	
UK	organizations	(Table	XI).	
Not	to	have	a	committee,	signals	to	the	organization's	employees	and	other	
stakeholders	that	the	company	does	not	see	business	ethics	as	an	important	enough	
area	to	warrant	such	attention	(Wood	and	Callaghan,	2003),	but	having	said	that,	some	
companies	may	choose	to	fulfill	this	function	through	the	use	of	existing	committees.	
An	ethics	education	committee	and	ethics	education	
The	two	areas	of	ethics	education	committee	and	ethics	education	are	linked	from	a	
theoretical	perspective	because	of	a	conviction	that	one	cannot	just	expect	individuals	
to	be	ethical	to	the	level	of	organizational	expectations	without	having	some	
involvement	with	education.	An	ethics	education	committee	would	provide	the	focus	
and	initiative	to	expose	employees	to	discussion	about	ethics	in	the	business	situations	
that	they	might	face	whilst	in	the	organization's	employ	(Center	for	Business	Ethics,	
1986;	Harrington,	1991;	Maclagan,	1992;	Maclagan,	1994;	McDonald	and	Zepp,	1989,	
1990;	Murphy,	1988;	Sims,	1992;	Weaver	et	al.,	1999;	Weber,	1981;	Wood,	2002;	Wood	
and	Callaghan,	2003)	(Table	XII).	
It	is	a	concern	that	fewer	than	20	percent	of	respondent	organizations	have	an	ethics	
education	committee;	even	though	they	have	a	code	of	ethics.	Not	to	have	such	a	
committee	also	sends	the	message	to	staff	and	other	stakeholders	that	the	organization	
may	not	see	this	area	as	important	(Table	XIII).	
Just	under	half	of	the	UK	organizations	do	not	provide	education	in	ethics	for	their	staff.	
The	osmotic	transfer	of	the	organization's	ethical	values	cannot	be	just	expected	to	
occur	(Wood,	2002).	Staff	cannot	be	left	to	their	own	devices	in	this	area.	Each	person	
approaches	the	organization	with	different	values	and	perspectives	on	the	world	and	
what	they	may	perceive	as	acceptable	and	unacceptable	conduct	(Cornelius	and	Gagnon,	
1999).	Education	in	ethics	at	the	time	of	induction	is	not	enough.	When	joining	the	
organization,	the	employee	is	usually	bombarded	with	many	new	ideas,	philosophies,	
rules	and	regulations	and	as	such	they	are	often	overwhelmed	with	information	and	its	
relevant	importance	(Wood,	2002).	Education	needs	to	be	ongoing	as	ethical	values	and	
individuals'	perceptions	of	right	and	wrong	evolve	over	time	and	across	contexts	
(Svensson	and	Wood,	2008).	
An	ombudsman	
The	existence	of	an	ombudsman	is	an	area	of	inquiry	that	has	an	affirmative	link	to	
whistle‐blowing	procedures.	It	is	important	that	organizations	identify	individuals	who	
are	designated	in	this	position	as	this	is	in	order	that	staff	who	have	genuine	concerns	
can	feel	free	to	voice	them	to	an	independent	arbiter	(Crotts	et	al.,	2005).	If	an	
organization	has	a	person	designated	as	a	confidante	to	whom	staff	can	go	with	ethical	
concerns,	employees	will	be	encouraged	to	volunteer	information	about	unethical	
actions	and	behaviors	that	they	perceive	could	be	damaging	to	the	organization	(Table	
XIV).	
The	fact	that	less	than	40	percent	of	organizations	do	have	such	a	person	is	disturbing.	
To	whom	do	staff	go	with	their	concerns?	The	obvious	answer	is	to	the	individual's	
supervisor.	This	is	a	dilemma,	because	previous	research	shows	that	it	is	not	uncommon	
that	it	is	the	supervisor	who	is	at	the	center	of	the	ethical	situation	that	the	staff	
member	desires	to	resolve	(Baumhart,	1961;	Brenner	and	Molander,	1977).	This	lack	of	
an	assigned	individual	leaves	the	staff	and	the	organization	exposed	to	possible	trauma	
and	damage.	Unethical	actions	and	behavior	may	remain	unrevealed	and	therefore	
allowed	to	continue.	It	may	cause	a	mismatch	with	the	ethical	values	that	the	
organization	wishes	to	maintain	in	the	marketplace	and	the	society.	Such	a	position	of	
ombudsman	is	a	safeguard	and	an	internal	watchdog	of	corporate	behavior.	It	is	far	
better	to	be	alerted	by	one's	own	internal	watchdog,	than	by	external	watchdogs	such	as	
government	regulatory	bodies	or	even	worse	the	media	(Wood,	2002).	In	this	situation,	
prevention	is	far	better	than	the	post	hoc	remedies.	
Conduct	ethical	audits	
Garcia‐Marza	(2005)	views	the	ethics	audit	as	an	integral	part	of	the	process	of	
developing	trust	(the	other	factors	in	developing	trust	being	the	existence	of	ethics	
codes	and	ethics	committees	in	the	organization).	Ethical	audits	differ	from	the	ethical	
performance	evaluation	of	employees.	Ethical	audits	are	an	examination	of	the	
organization's	ethical	performance,	whilst	the	other	is	an	examination	on	a	personal	
level	of	the	ethical	performance	of	individuals	within	the	organization.	Organizations	
use	evaluations	in	various	facets	of	their	operations	in	order	to	monitor	staff	adherence	
to	the	company	policies.	Mingers	(2011)	suggests	this	is	best	practice.	Nearly	65	percent	
of	the	responding	UK	organizations	conduct	an	ethical	evaluation	of	their	operations	
(Table	XV).	
Levels	of	commitment	of	uk	companies	to	embedding	ethics	codes	in	their	organization	
In	summary	(Table	XVI),	we	find	that	UK	companies	with	codes:	communicate	with	
employees	(100	percent);	use	the	codes	in	induction	(94.6	percent);	associate	them	
with	disciplinary	measures	(100	percent);	use	them	in	staff	appraisal	(50	percent);	and	
link	them	to	strategic	planning	(48.2	percent).	The	UK	respondents	have	averaged	78.6	
percent	in	the	factors	that	Wood	and	Rimmer	(2003)	believe	demonstrate	commitment	
at	a	lower	level.	In	the	factors	that	indicate	a	“higher‐level	commitment”,	such	as	the	use	
of:	an	ombudsman	(39.3	percent);	an	ethics	committee	(42.9	percent);	an	ethics	
education	committee	(19.6	percent);	ethics	education	(53.6	percent);	and	ethics	audits	
(64.3),	UK	companies	have	averaged	only	43.9	percent.	
This	implies	that	the	UK	companies	researched	that	have	established	codes	are	still	at	
the	lower	level	of	commitment	when	it	comes	to	embedding	their	ethical	values	sets	in	
their	organizations	(NB:	The	figures	for	procedures	to	protect	whistle‐blowers	have	
been	left	out	of	this	comparison	(Table	XVI),	as	they	are	now	a	legal	requirement	in	the	
UK).	
The	figures	imply	that	UK	companies	focus	on	using	their	codes	and	related	practices	
for	a	staff	control	approach	rather	than	staff	enhancement	to	assist	better	performance,	
leading	us	to	wonder	whether	they	are	missing	the	point	of	being	ethical?	
This	situation	is	concerning.	We	find	that	the	mechanisms	for	the	internal	
communication	of	ethics	codes	are,	in	general,	in	place	yet	there	is	a	need	to	
significantly	develop	activities	that	will	influence	the	organizational	culture	and,	in	that	
way,	provide	every	possible	opportunity	for	staff	to	internalize	the	organization's	
ethical	value	system.	
Communication	of	codes	in	the	marketplace	
We	also	asked	whether	organizations	inform	stakeholders	of	both	the	existence	of	a	
code	and	also	of	its	content.	Is	the	code	a	document	that	is	shared	with	stakeholders	
outside	of	the	organization	as	Benson	(1989)	and	Fraedrich	(1992)	claim	it	should	be?	
Both	Benson	(1989)	and	Fraedrich	(1992)	believe	that	a	code	should	have	both	an	
internal	and	an	external	focus,	therefore,	we	were	interested	to	explore	the	
organization's	interaction	with	their	external	publics.	Just	over	70	percent	of	
organizations	believe	that	their	customers	are	aware	of	the	existence	of	their	codes	
(Table	XVII).	
Informing	customers	and	suppliers	of	codes	
As	shown	in	Table	XVIII,	approximately	70	percent	(69.6	percent)	of	organizations	
communicate	the	code	to	customers.	The	significant	reliance	on	informal	methods	
raises	the	issue	of	an	ad	hoc	approach	in	that	–	despite	the	claim	from	71.4	percent	of	
respondents	–	organizations	cannot	be	sure	that	their	ethics	policy	is	actually	being	
communicated	to	customers.	If	it	is	done	in	an	informal	manner,	then	the	depth	of	
understanding	by	the	customers	may	at	best	be	superficial	and	at	worst	non‐existent.	
In	respect	to	supplier	knowledge	of	the	codes,	just	over	seventy	percent	of	the	
organizations	claim	that	their	suppliers	are	aware	of	the	existence	of	their	codes	(Table	
XIX).	
As	shown	in	Tables	XVIII	and	XX,	it	is	of	interest	that	organizations	communicate	their	
codes	much	more	formally	to	suppliers	(39.3	percent)	than	they	do	to	customers	(19.6	
percent)	and	believe	that	73.2	percent	of	suppliers	are	aware	of	the	existence	of	the	
code.	This	mismatch	may	be	indicative	of	the	perceived	difference	in	the	power‐
dependence	relationship	that	the	organizations	have	with	suppliers	as	compared	to	
their	customers.	With	suppliers,	organizations	can	be	more	in	control	and	can	take	
charge	of	the	relationship,	whereas	with	customers	they	are	open	more	to	the	whims	of	
the	customers.	Organizations	have	power	over	suppliers	from	whom	they	may	
withdraw	further	commitments	if	they	consider	that	the	supplier's	performance	is	not	
of	a	sufficient	standard,	however,	in	their	relationship	with	customers,	power	usually	
lies	with	the	customer.	
Could	it	be	that	organizations	may	be	less	willing	to	emphasize	their	code	formally	with	
customers	–	and	to	ensure	understanding	–	because	of	the	possibility	that	customers	
and	citizens	may	use	a	perceived	disparity	between	the	code	and	actual	practice	to	
criticize	the	organization,	as	Mingers	(2011)	suggests?	This	situation	may	not	be	a	
conscious	decision,	but	one	that	has	been	made	in	a	“subconscious”	manner	by	the	
organization	in	response	to	its	perceptions	of	its	interactions	with	its	marketplace	and	
the	society.	This	area	offers	an	opportunity	for	further	research	to	explore	the	attitudes	
to,	and	expectations	of,	ethical	behaviors	in	the	interaction	between	customers,	
suppliers	and	the	organization.	
Achievements	of	codes	in	organizations	
In	the	previous	sections	of	this	paper,	the	commitment	to	business	ethics	in	UK	
organizations	has	been	viewed	from	different	angles	such	as:	possession	and	
establishment	of	codes,	by	whom	and	why	were	the	codes	developed,	the	support	and	
maintenance	of	codes	within	the	organization	and	the	communication	of	codes	to	
external	stakeholders.	This	section	views	the	achievements	of	codes,	such	as	codes'	
ability	to	resolve	ethical	dilemmas	in	the	marketplace	and	society,	and	the	perceived	
effectiveness	of	codes.	In	other	words,	what	benefits	do	organizations	perceive	
regarding	their	codes?	We	believe	that	if	these	benefits	are	substantial,	that	
commitment	is	more	likely	to	occur	than	if	they	perceive	that	they	do	not	derive	any	or	
at	best	limited	benefit	from	their	codes.	
Resolving	ethical	dilemmas	in	the	marketplace	
We	were	interested	to	determine	practical	examples	of	the	code	being	of	use	in	the	
marketplace	and	the	society	with	other	organizations	and/or	individuals	with	whom	
the	organization	has	dealt,	therefore,	we	addressed	the	area	of	whether	the	code	had	
assisted	in	resolving	ethical	dilemmas	in	the	organization's	operations.	
If	codes	are	not	used	for	resolving	ethical	dilemmas	in	their	environment	(23.2	percent)	
or	organizations	just	“do	not	know”	(37.5	percent)	(Table	XXI),	then	what	are	the	codes	
used	for	in	organizations?	Are	codes	of	ethics,	then,	the	inward	regulatory	documents	as	
suggested	by	Mathews	(1987),	Lefebvre	and	Singh	(1992)	and	Wood	(2000)	or	are	
organizations	just	missing	an	opportunity	to	maximize	their	utilization?	If	a	code	does	
not	assist	one	in	resolving	ethical	dilemmas	in	the	marketplace	and	society	then	why	
have	one?	Maybe	the	code	is	assisting	to	resolve	ethical	dilemmas	in	the	marketplace	
and	society;	because	staff	use	its	meaning	subconsciously	to	solve	daily	dilemmas,	but	
not	consciously	recognizing	its	effects	on	them.	The	responses	to	this	question	do	raise	
a	conundrum	that	could	be	usefully	explored	in	further	research.	
Effectiveness	of	codes	
In	Table	XXII,	one	can	see	that	there	are	limited	responses	that	could	be	described	as	
altruistic	as	organizations	seem	to	focus	more	upon	the	effects	of	the	code	from	a	
mercenary	and/or	a	regulatory	perspective.	The	four	highest	responses,	with	all	being	
cited	by	16.1	percent	of	respondents,	are:	
1. company	reputation;	
2. assists	profit;	
3. avoids	potential	problems;	and	
4. avoids	litigation	and	fines.	
The	other	end	of	the	response	range	with	0	percent	of	respondents,	demonstrates	that	
not	one	company	suggested	that	a	code	assists	them	in	“earning	the	respect	of	
stakeholders”	and	makes	them	be	perceived	as	“being	a	good	corporate	citizen”.	These	
are	areas	where	one	may	have	thought	that	codes	could	have	been	seen	to	be	of	value.	
One	could	suggest	that	being	a	good	corporate	citizen	and	earning	the	respect	of	
stakeholders	may	even	be	ideals	to	which	an	organization	may	aspire	even	in	their	own	
company	documents	by	defining	their	world‐view	and	how	they	would	like	to	be	
perceived	externally.	Yet,	when	one	introduces	code	effectiveness	(i.e.	a	benefit	of	
having	a	code)	into	the	situation,	it	seems	that	effectiveness	is	judged	by	mercenary	gain	
and	a	protection	from	contravening	regulatory	edicts	of	the	society,	i.e.	self‐protection.	
This	finding	concurs	with	Verschoor's	(1998,	p.	1515)	findings	(in	the	USA)	that	
demonstrated	that	“the	probability	that	a	broad	corporate	concern	for	ethical	conduct	
towards	stakeholders	is	becoming	a	mainstream	management	issue	in	achieving	higher	
profitability”.	
Concluding	thoughts	
When	one	investigates	measures	of	business	ethics	commitment	at	the	organizational	
level	in	the	UK,	there	appear	to	be	some	shortfalls.	We	believe	that	the	supporting	
measures	of	business	ethics	commitment	–	such	as	the	ones	researched	and	described	
in	this	paper	–	appear	to	be	under‐utilized	in	organizations	that	possess	codes	in	the	UK.	
This	lack	of	utilization	suggests	that	organizations	so	far	may	not	have	developed	as	
higher	level	of	business	ethics	commitment	that	may	be	possible.	We	believe	that	these	
organizations	will	need	to	move	to	this	next	level	of	support,	or	run	the	risk	of	devaluing	
the	current	processes	that	they	have	in	place,	as	they	need	to	consolidate	and	move	
forward	to	the	next	level	of	commitment	(Wood	and	Rimmer,	2003).	Additionally,	
organizations	appear	to	be	nervous	about	the	communication	of	their	codes	with	
customers	and	other	societal	stakeholders,	perhaps	because	they	are	aware	that	more	
could	be	done	to	embed	the	ethical	culture	within	the	organization.	Implementing	the	
“higher	level	commitment”	factors	would	reduce	the	likelihood	of	organizational	
practice	failing	to	align	with	the	code.	
Consequently,	we	find	that,	in	the	UK,	the	processes	involved	in	business	ethics	
commitment	have	begun	to	be	recognized	and	acted	upon	at	an	organizational	level.	
These	organizations	are	not	only	articulating	a	code	of	ethics	but	beginning	–	albeit	at	
relatively	early	stages	–	to	implement	other	complementary	initiatives	that	reinforce	
the	need	for	the	organizational	culture	to	focus	more	on	a	business	ethics	commitment.	
In	sum,	we	have	concerns	regarding	the	lack	of	use	of	the	range	of	support	measures	
that	could	inculcate	business	ethics	commitment	into	the	organization.	When	used,	
these	support	measures,	individually	and	collectively,	are	indicative	of	a	strong	
commitment	to	being	ethical.	It	is	not	enough	to	have	the	artefacts	of	an	ethical	culture,	
such	as	codes,	without	ensuring	that	all	employees	are	assisted	to	understand	what	is	
required	of	them	in	relation	to	the	ethos	of	codes.	This	research	finds	that	there	is	still	
an	obvious	lack	of	such	supporting	measures.	This	highlights	the	opportunities	available	
to	UK	business	to	embed	a	strong	ethics	commitment	with	great	potential	for	
developing	further	into	the	future.	
While	the	responses	provided	a	rich	picture	of	organizational	actions,	further	research	
exploring	internal	culture	and	attitudes	would	add	to	an	understanding	of	
organizational	commitment	in	this	area	in	top	UK	organizations.	
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Table	XIXSupplier	knowledge	of	the	existence	of	the	code	
	
Table	XXCommunicating	the	code	to	suppliers	
	
Table	XXIResolve	ethical	dilemmas	
	
Table	XXIIThe	effects	of	the	code	on	the	bottom	line	(i.e.	profit/goals)	
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